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House of Burgess: Ferguson flight ban 
targeted media 


News service reveals restrictions not for ‘safety’ 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


It was three days after unarmed African-American teenager Michael Brown 
was shot by Ferguson, Missouri, police officer Darren Wilson, and tensions 
were high. The St. Louis County Police Department instituted a 12-day, 37- 
square-mile-plus no-fly zone, extending 3,000 feet above the town, starting 


Aug. 12. 


“On [the night of Aug. 10] our police helicopter came under fire on three or 
four occasions, so we requested that the [Federal Aviation Administration] 
put up a no-fly zone for the safety of pilots who would be in the area,” police 


officer Brian Schellman told NBC News’ Hasani Gittens Aug. 12. 


Schellman further maintained the ban was not meant to stifle media. 


“We understand that that’s the perception that’s out there, but it truly is for 
the safety of pilots,” Schellman told Gittens. “It’s scary stuff to them, so 


that’s the reason the commanders made the call.” 


As we now know, that was a big, fat lie. 


“Audio recordings show that local authorities privately acknowledged the 
purpose was to keep away news helicopters during violent street protests,” 
reported The Associated Press’ Jack Gillum and Joan Lowy Sunday. “Police 
said at the time, and again as recently as late Friday to the AP, that they 
requested the flight restriction in response to shots fired at a police 
helicopter. ... On the tapes, an FAA manager described the helicopter 


shooting as unconfirmed ‘rumors.’” 


Obtained via a Freedom of Information Act request, the recordings expose 


how the original flight ban was tailored to keep media from the skies 


without impeding other air traffic. 


From the beginning, local officials have attempted to control the story. As I 
wrote in both my Aug. 20 — “First Amendment assault in Ferguson” — and 
Aug. 27 — “Canaries in Ferguson’s coal mine — columns, 17 journalists 
were arrested in Ferguson between Aug. 13 and 20. According to the 
Freedom of the Press Foundation, three more journalists have been 
arrested since then: Bassem Masri, Contra reporter and community activist 
(Sept. 28); Mary Moore, freelance journalist who has worked for CNN (Oct. 
2); and an unnamed Post-Dispatch reporter (Oct. 13.) (If you’re playing 


along at home, that brings the new total number to 20.) 


On Aug. 15, Ferguson Police Chief Tom Jackson released Wilson’s name, 
while simultaneously announcing Brown was a suspect in the strong-armed 
robbery at Ferguson Market & Liquor minutes before the shooting. An 
accompanying video shows Brown and friend Dorian Johnson allegedly 


stealing $48.99 worth of Swisher Sweet cigars. 


“Yet, despite the implication that Brown was stopped because of the 
robbery, Jackson later appeared to reverse himself, saying at a second news 
conference that the confrontation ‘was not related to the robbery,’” 
reported The Washington Post’s Wesley Lowery, DeNeen L. Brown and 
Jerry Markon Aug. 15. “Instead, he said, Brown was stopped because he and 
a friend were walking in the street. Hours later, Jackson returned again to 
the robbery theme, telling the St. Louis Post-Dispatch that the officer saw 


cigars in Brown’s hand and realized he might be the robber.” 


Since then, several grand jury leaks have become public, all of which favor 
Wilson. This has drawn the ire of many, including U.S. Attorney General 
Eric Holder. The Justice Department said it “considers the selective release 
of information in this investigation to be irresponsible and highly troubling,” 
read an Oct. 22 statement. “Since the release of the convenience-store 
footage, there seems to be an inappropriate effort to influence public 
opinion about this case.” With the grand jury’s pronouncement set to be 
released this month, both Wilson’s attorneys and St. Louis County 
Prosecutor Bob McCulloch have denied knowledge of the leaks’ source. But 
former St. Louis County Police Chief Tim Fitch told KMOX’s Mark Reardon 
Oct. 20 officials were coordinating “leaks to the media, and [were starting 


to get] some of the facts out there to kind of let people down slowly.” 


We shouldn’t stand for being lied to in the name of our own protection. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 


via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 
twitter.com/robaburg. 


